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US and Mexican representatives reached a partial agreement on payment of Mexico's water debt
to the US, but the plan has caused grumbling among different groups on both sides of the border.
Under the plan announced by the US and Mexican governments in late June, Mexico agreed to
release about 90,000 acre-feet of water to farmers in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas, which covers
about 6% of its water debt accumulated since 1992.
A 1944 water treaty stipulates that Mexico give the US water from the Rio Grande in exchange for
the US giving Mexico water from the Colorado River. Mexico has been unable to meet its end of
the bargain in recent years because of a severe drought in northern states. This has created strong
friction between the Mexican government and farmers and politicians in Texas (see SourceMex,
2002-04-17 and 2002-05-29).
In an effort to keep the dispute from escalating, the Fox government and the administration of US
President George W. Bush negotiated a compromise that allowed Mexico to make a partial water
payment. The plan allows Texas farmers access to water during a crucial growing period, which
could limit crop losses this year.
In return, Mexico extracted a promise from the US to return some of the water if reservoir levels in
northern Mexico are below 300 million cubic meters. "This ensures adequate supplies of water for
Mexican cities along the US-Mexico border," said Cristobal Jaime Jacquez, director of the Comision
Nacional del Agua (CNA).

Accord leaves factions in US, Mexico dissatisfied
The agreement left several groups on both sides of the border dissatisfied. In Texas, several farm
organizations and state officials said the amount of water released was insufficient and was not
released in a timely manner. "It's not very much water, and we need a lot," said Ruben Quintanilla,
river operations manager at the Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission. "It's over for the
farmers for this season...We've got to start looking at our future."
The Texas Farm Bureau and other organizations said they are willing to support an end to the 1944
treaty, allowing Texas farmers to find other ways to irrigate their crops. Scrapping the treaty would
mean that states in northeastern Mexico would no longer have to provide water for the US. At the
same time, the US would no longer be obligated to send water from the Colorado River to the highly
irrigated crop areas in Sonora, Baja California, and other northwestern states.
"We think that our counterparts in California would jump for joy if farmers in Texas said that they
want to abandon the 1944 treaty," said the Texas Farm Bureau director. The Californians would be
able to keep Colorado River water now going to Mexico.
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The Fox administration secured support from northeastern governors before negotiating the
compromise with the US. In early June, the Fox administration reached an agreement with the
governors of Chihuahua, Tamaulipas, and Nuevo Leon states that would guarantee adequate
water for the northeastern region even after the payments of the water debt to the US. Govs.
Tomas Yarrington of Tamulipas and Patricio Martinez of Chihuahua, both members of the Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), had been the most vocal critics of the US efforts to force Mexico
to send water to Texas even during periods of drought.
But even with the support of the northern governors, Fox still faced strong criticism in the Mexican
Congress for what some said was the president's decision to sell out to the US. Several legislators
from the PRI and the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD) said the government's
decision to send 90,000 acre-feet of water to Texas deprived more than 14,000 families in Tamaulipas
of irrigation supplies.
PRD members in the standing joint multiparty legislative committee (Comision Permanente) said
they planned to file a constitutional challenge to Fox's compromise plan. PRD Sen. Demetrio Sodi
de la Tijera said the lawsuit would seek to nullify the compromise plan because the water that was
used to make the payment came from the Falcon and Amistad Reservoirs, which straddle the TexasTamaulipas border, and not directly from the Rio Grande.
US and Mexican officials acknowledge that the two countries will have to develop a longer-term
water-cooperation plan to avoid more conflicts in the future. "The problem of water will not be
resolved with this payment," a Mexican official told The Dallas Morning News. "This is just the
beginning. Down the road, water conservation and management are the key."

Dwindling aquifers
Even though a water shortage is bound to affect both countries, the situation is more critical in
Mexico. Mexican and international experts say Mexico is using up water from 96 of the country's
aquifers at a much faster rate than they can be replenished. The experts, quoted by the daily
newspaper El Economista, said the problem is especially serious because these 96 aquifers account
for approximately half the water consumed in Mexico. "If action is not taken to deal with the current
situation, the country could face a serious water-supply problem within 10 years," said Oscar
Ramirez, the advisor on water and coastal regions for the United Nations Environment Program
(UNEP).
The report also noted that one-fourth of Mexico's water- treatment plants operate at inadequate
levels. CNA director Jacquez acknowledged that a lack of infrastructure was a growing problem
in Mexico, where 20 million citizens do not have access to clean-water and sewer systems. "We
do not have the resources to build the needed infrastructure," Jacquez said in testimony before
a committee of the Chamber of Deputies. "We need to invest 17 billion pesos (US$1.73 billion)
simply to ensure that all Mexicans have access to potable water." [Note: Peso-dollar conversions
in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on July 31, reported at 9.80 pesos per US
$1.00] (Sources: Associated Press, 06/05/02; Reuters, 06/05/02, 06/22/02; La Cronica de Hoy, 06/14/02,
06/21/02, 06/24/02; The Dallas Morning News, 06/07/02, 06/13/02, 06/26/02, 06/30/02; The New York
Times, 07/05/02; El Universal, 06/04/02, 06/19/02, 06/28/02, 07/01/02, 07/10/02, 07/19/02; El Financiero,
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06/05/02, 06/17/02, 06/27/02, 07/19/02; Unomasuno, 07/19/02; The News, 06/06/02, 06/07/02, 07/02/02,
07/24/02; Spanish news service EFE, 07/24/02; Novedades, 06/04/02, 06/12/02, 07/19/02, 07/25/02;
Milenio Diario, 06/04/02, 06/11/02, 07/29/02; La Jornada, 07/03/02, 07/19/02, 07/30/02)
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